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ABSTRAC/ 

y A review of 178 sources (articles, books, and other 

sources from 1971 through 1980, and frequently-cited earlier sources) 
on rural sociology and rural mental health indicated 4 major 
categories of definitions of rural: not explicitly stated, verbal 
(qualitative), homemade quantitative^ and external quantitative. 
Sources were summarized as to author(s), publication date, focus 
( rural^urban comparison , rural sociology, rural health/mental health, 
rural human services), basis for defining rural, statistics employed 
(none, narrative, descriptive, univariate, multivariate) , and 
findings. An unstated definition was used by 43% (77 sources); 19% 
(33) used verbal definitions, 15% (27) utilized homemade quantitative 
definitions, and 23% (41) used external quantitative definitions. Of 
101 sources which defined rural, 22 used multiple components,^ but 
only 5 sources using homemade quantitative and none using external 
quantitative definitions employed multiple criteria. Rural was 
defined in terms of population by 90 sources (verbal ^ 25, homemade 
quantitative ^ 25, external quantitative = 40), but with little 
consensus on population criteria. The most coimnon quantitative 
external population definitions, both based on census data, were 
those of the Department of Commerce (Rural versus Urban) and Office 
of Management and Budget (Standard Metropolitatr Statistical Area). 
Other criteria^ included occupation (14 sources), socioeconomic 
information such as education and income level (19), values (7), 
isolation (5), and government (4). (mH) 
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Jeanltie Bosak Sop/irsricai^on in de/inrn^ rutal does not 

' seem to haue kept pace Mh mcreased in^ 

Baron Pcrlman terest in furoi psvc/io/pgv and comm^j^n^ 

anjyersiiv of Wuconi^n Oi/>icoi/j mento/ /jeo///). >A sampfe o/ the rurai soc\ 

ohg^ and rurai mentat health hterature was 
reviewed Qnd onQfyzed to determtne the 
state of Turai definfttons Thts reoseiv of 1 78 

sources indicated four major categories of definitions (a) not exphatfy stated. 
*f ™^ {<^> homemade quantitative, and (d) external quantnattve it was 

concluded that there exists a need for more ciecrfy deUneoted muiudmen^ 

siond definitions of tutq. Other results of the anafys:s and imc^jcattons are 

discussed 
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A Review of the Definition of Rural 
Interest in njral psychology and community mental liealth has grown in 
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receni year>as evidenced by the Association lor Rural Mental Health. Journol 
of Rurai Community Psychohg}^, Rural Interest Group of Division 27 (Com* 
munity Psychology) of jhe American Psychological Assoc»ation> and the 
Handbook of Rurc CommunHy Mental Heoith (Keller and Munay> »n press) 
However, while attention paid to rural has increa5ed> it seemed to jhe authors 
m th^ir readings (see Table 1} thai rigorous explorations of components and 
definmons of rural had not kept pace> that often there has been an assumption 
of genenc rurality 

Ford (1966) called for a refined definition of rural to allow more precise 
classification and analysis This is not an easy task as reflected ir^ the work by 
' Williisand Bealer (1967). who evaluated a composire definition of rurak using 
ecological, occupational and sociocultural vanables at an individual and social 
level They assumed that people and places differed in both member and 
amount of rural characteristics and concluded that being rural in regard to one 
component did not imply a high degree of riiraltty in regard to other compo- 
nents FurthernnOTe; their research indicated that breadth> power> and direc- 
tionality of rural components wexe highly inconsistent. Their work underscores 
rhe complexities involved when attempting to define a rural area 

Detailed definitions of rural (delir>eating components and degree of ruralh 
ty) would lead to better specification in the meaning ol rurality> yielding more 
detailed and valid comparisons of different rural areas The result wouid be 
nrtore valid data and better information for understanding and application of this 
knowledge for public policy> models and delivery of health services, and distrr 
butjon of governnnent ifederaL state> and local) funding for human services 
To help achieve this goal this article presents an analysis of rural delinitions 



Method 

A sample of rural nnental health and rur^l sociology literature was ex* 
annined The fornner was specified by a recent NIMH annotated bibliography 
of rural mental health literature (Rax. Wagenfeld. Ivens. & Weiss> 1979) and 
reading of relevant journals such as Mental Hygiene. Communtfy Menial 
HeaUh Journa}. Hospital and Communtt^ Psychiatry, Amencon Journal of 
Onhops\;chatr],' etc The latter focused on the journak Rural Sociology, and 
other publications discussed and referenced in it and the rural nnental health 
readings This literature was emphasized for review since it offered the best 
data scfurce for application of rural definitions to community psychology and 
comnnunity nnental health The total review included articles, books, and other 
^ource^ from 197) through 1980 and earlier sources which were cited fre^ 
quentiy A rating form and four categories of rural definitions were developed 
and piloted on 40 references The rural literature was summarized using (al 
authorfs) fb) date of publication, (c) focus of writing (rural urban comparison, 
rural sociology rural nnental health etc 1 . (dl basts for defining rurak (e) statis- 
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tics employed (none, nan-ative* desciptive^ umvanaie. multivanate* and (0 
findings The four rural definitional categories were: 

1 not staled the author(s) used the term rural without definition 
(e g H that which is not urban* that which is not metropolitanp or 
not stated at all). 

2 verbal a definition was employed which rehed on qualitative cn^ 
teria* rather than quantitative, such as type of predominant occu- 
pattonaK socioculturaK or value systems of a region Although 
specific charactenstics were described, amounts xvere not pre- 
sented {e g . a small town 'and sunounding farm area comprised 
the rural region) 

3 homemade quantitative a ddinitton included specific quantittes 
of what was rural without reference to an external source (i.e , the 
definition was not dted as bas^d on previously published work or 
data) 

4. external quontttotjye a definit^n indicated specific quantities of 
rural* utilizing external sources such as census data or previously 
published research 

For purposes of this paper only the four rural definitional categones will 
be reviewed and discussed Presence or absence of statistical analyses ^nd 
type of analysis were included to determine if companng data between studies 
was pK>ssible Detailed examination of statistical procedures t^as not earned 
out by the authors nor was an analysis of signiftc^nt findings addressed This 
information was provided so that it could be utilized readers in conceptual 
izing and summanzing rural issues and research 



Results 

Th(i categorization of rural definitions (see Table 1) showed that of 178 
references reviewed* 43% (N=77) used a **not stated* definition of rural* 
19% (N=33) useda"verbardfifinitton* 15% (N=27) utilized "homemade 
quantitative'* definitions, and 23% (N = 41> used "external quantitative" def' 
inmons Or the 101 sources which dtafined rural 22 (22%) used multiple com- 
ponents, however, only five sources utilbng horriemade quantitative and 
none using external quantitative definitions employed multif^e cntena. This is 
based in pari on the authors' decision to categorize Standard Metropjoirtan Sta- 
tistical Areas (SMSA) as singular definition (pK>pulation) Although (see 
below) It includes social and economic components* these are not taxplictlly 
defined in Office of Management and Budget (1975) data 
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T«ble 1 
Review of Rural Literature* 
NOT STATED DEFINITION 
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Table 1 (Continued) 
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Within social strata, participation in lormal politically 
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Bkcl of paternal occupattonal status is most dir«cl 
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StippoM agrarian ih«&i& that family farms are condu- 
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Findings 
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from rural & urban backgrounds wtthm countntrs 
Mortr urban workers skillt^d. & educational achieve^ 
tneni higher m urban 

Staiisiiortat obitSdf s Uqv^ at least as much m 
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Findings ^ ^ ^ 
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both general membership & the degree of participa 
tioi) in voluntary oitja nidations 
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75% of working form women in 1960 were engag- 



ed In rionlarm occupations 

Industrial structure or towns at start of decade in- xd 

fixienced population trends ^n ensximg decade ^ 

Rural centers younger than non 8c part rural 90% |^ 

of rural centers in poverty catchment area Rural O 

had more inpatient than part . but less than non* ^ 
rural Out-patient greater iM non rural 



Rural woman less likely to be childless than urban 
woman 

Rural centers view organisation as social service 
Urban centers view is medical Rural centers morv 
activist organizational role than urbait Rural 
more subject to discrepancy between organizational 
& personal enpectation 
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creating in nonmetro 
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Ninety sources defined rural in terms of population (verbal. N = 25 
homemade quanlitalive. N = 25, external quantitative, N=40) As definitions 
becarrie quantified, population becomes the sole component studied "Rural- 
urban and SMSA were the hvo primary population definitions in Table 1. both 
are based on census data However, there was btlle concensus on a population 

T^^nVZ.'^^^'^'' 'l'^'' " "'^ 'PP"^'^ town/city with a population less 
lhan 2.500 to less than 40.000. Other criteria u^ed to define rural Included oc- 
cupation (14 sources), such as farming versus manufacturing, socioeconomic 
tiy sources), such as education and income levels, values (7 sources) which 
included importance ot family and work ethic factors, isolation (5 sources), 
such as distance to a major city or university, and government (4 sources) 
such as type, or dependency on or autonomy from neighbonng towns 

To determine if definitions were becoming more quantified in recent 
years, sources published since January 1978 (N= 73) were inspected In this 
^"^'"f ,i '•2% utilized homemadeor external quantitative definitions versus 
icno (if ^^'^^^ reviewed. 57% of the sources reviewed since January 
1978. fell m the not stated and verbal categories as compared with 62% of all 
literature reviewed 

, ]'V"'%'f"f"'' 48 sources presented a rural-urban companson. It was 
found that 23 of these (48%) were based on "not stated"' definitions of rural 
seven utilized "verbal" definitions. 11 "homemade quantitative." and seven 
external quantitative" definitions Descriptive or inferenlial statistics related to 
^ M 7 u " differences were presented in 32 cases (non stated. N = 9 verbal 
iV= /. homemade quantitative. N= 10. external quantitative. N = 6) 

The two most widely used quantitative external definitions were those 
based on United States Bureau of the Census data. Rural versus Urban (U S 
^Mc1?w, Commerce. 1970). and Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area 
SMSA) (Office of Management and Budget. 1975) For example, a National 
histitute ot Mental Health study published in 1974 (US. Department of 
Health. Education and Welfare) defined a rural town as hav.ng a population 
ot less than 2.500 and a rural county as having at least 50% of its pooulatton 
residmg in towns no larger ,han 2.500 The rural county definit^n then was 
ct!f « -> . catchment areas of community menta! health centers The 
SMSA definition was formed on the basis ot three cntena population size 
metropolitan character, and integration (Maret & Chenoweth. 1979) Briefly 
a SMSA was defined as an area which included one city with 50.000 or more 
inhabitants, or a city with at least 25.000 inhabitants, which together wiih con 
tiguous places, had a combined population of 50.000 and constituted for gen 
era; economic and social purposes a single community, provided that the 
couity had a total population of at least 75.000 

Discussion 

The review of rural literature supported the belief that a wide vanety of 
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definitions of rural have been employed Comparative analysis of hypolhesiZ' 
ed rurahurban differences, replication studies, and comparability of different 
ruraT areas ali are diFficult because of lack of operational definitions (not stated 
and verba!) and because few authors are using the same deftnrtions When 
rural was defined it was treated as a unidimensional concept in most literature, 
when rural was ciuantjfied> reliance was almost totally on population criteria 
Disappointingly there is no strong trend toward more quantified explorations 
of the meaning of rural the proportions of **not stated'' and ^'veibaf define 
tions utilized smce 1978 was comparable to those used in the entire literature 
sample reviewed 

This IS noT to argue that quantifieJ definitions of rural are in and of them* 
selves the goaL they have limits They rely almost totally on population data, 
omitting such important considerations as sociocultural or value factors They 
also may mask changing lifestyles and migration trends For example, to 
define an area as rural or urban may overlook differences between rural and 
urban counties adjacent or nonadjacent to a SMSA (Beale & Fuguitt, 1978. 
Heaton. 1980. and Schwarzweller, 1979) (Adjacent counties have greater ac- 
cessibility to services and employment within an SMSA than do nonadjacent 
counties and thus may be more urban than rural in nature) 

It is evident that multidimensional definitions of rural which focus on so- 
ctocuttural or occupationat (actors as well as population cntena are not in wide 
use Onp example being explored by the authors in a study of mental health 
administrators combines a rural definition based on pjopulation density and 
center concepts with SMSA influences This taxonomy of rural has four pans 
(a) an urban ^MSA baseline for comparison purposes> (b) rural county in a 
SMSA. (c) rural county adjacent to SMSA> and (d) rural county nonadjacent 
to SMSA A county with a city of 10.000 or more (the fjopulation center) m 
which 50% of Che population or more live m towns ' cities of 2.500 or greater 
was defined as urban Any county not meeting either of these cnleria is defin- 
ed as rural 

This conceptualization of a heterogeneous rural has application in the 
study of mental health management and systems Selection and onentation of 
personnel for mental health positions would focus on specific cojrtponents of 
rural in a catchment area and how these influence both work and nonwork 
parts of these professionals' lives (cultural events available* school system 
quality and type, shopping, medical facilities available, etc) A detailed in- 
spection of rural would aid in understanding the career paths and turnover of 
men al health professionals Rather than asking whether the genenc rural 
catchment area has difficulty recruiting and retaining staff, interest would be on 
whether differences occur between rural mental health systems in counties 
nonadfacent to SMSA, counties adjacent to SMSA. and in SMSAs Do these 
rural systems differ in salanes for mental health professionals^ roles mental 
health professionals dH. or turnover rates'^ For example, data under analysis 
indicate that retention of mental health administrators may be better" in urban 
and nonadjacent rural areas, than in adjacent rural catchment areas These 
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may be the sratling systems in mental health management career paths. Fur* 
ther research is needed but the point Es that propinquity of rural systems to 
SMSA may make these adjacent systems significantly dl^erent from nonadja- 
cent rural counterparts. ^ 

In conclusion, the authors are not arguing for any one specific definitton 
of rural but for attention paid in defining and conceptualizing rufal eQual to the 
energy currently devoted to rural problems and issues. 
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